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14Anything can happen out there: 
a holistic approach to field trips
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Abstract

This paper looks back at an academic-led language field trip project, 
now in its third year, involving ab-initio students of Italian at the 

University of Southampton. It considers the role of academic-led field trips 
in Modern Languages (ML) and it explores the underlying pedagogical 
approaches that were adopted to enhance students’ engagement, 
participation and collaboration during the trips and beyond. It also 
investigates the opportunities that Web 2.0 brought to teachers and learners 
and how these were adapted for a field trip where technology and social 
media make learning more inclusive and engaging. The project also sought 
to develop students’ employability skills by introducing the role of the 
‘student-assistant’ working closely with the academic in charge of the trip. 
The paper will describe the robust pedagogical reflective process employed 
during the project and how it influenced project design. It will conclude by 
suggesting that ML departments would benefit from innovative approaches 
in field trips.
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1.	 Introduction

Field trips run by academics with the aim to expand and deepen learning outside 
the classroom environment have been used in many disciplines at all levels in 
education.

At university level, the attitude towards them is of a mixed nature, with funding 
issues as well as administrative workloads having a negative impact.

There is evidence that field trip outcomes result in both cognitive and non-
cognitive learning (for a review see Dewitt & Storksdieck, 2008) and research 
has also shown that: 

•	 exposure to a variety of new contexts and experiences allows field trips 
to become a way to widen students’ interest and engagement (Bonderup 
Dohn, 2011; Kisiel, 2005);

•	 field trip dynamics enable a more positive student’s attitude towards the 
subject (Csikszentmihalyi & Hermanson, 1995; Nadelson & Jordan, 
2012);

•	 they are formative experiences with both short and long-term outcomes 
(Falk & Dierking, 1997; Salmi, 2003; Wolins, Jensen, & Ulzheimer, 
1992).

In ML, however, field trips appear to be in decline as there are many independent 
opportunities to practice a foreign language abroad without the need of an 
accompanying tutor. The growing importance of intercultural understanding 
means that more guided and structured tasks are needed in order to fulfil cultural 
understanding and integrate it into language learning.

In this paper, through a short case study within ML, I will look into the value and 
the benefits of academic-led field trips for both learners and leading academic 
staff in this specific discipline. In particular, I will focus on whether or not field 
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trips can enhance students’ engagement, participation and collaboration amongst 
all participants, academic staff included. To discuss this, I will use evidence 
gathered during a three-year project.

2.	 Background

I teach an Italian language Accelerated 1+2 course, an ab-initio course devoted 
to able linguists who already have one or two foreign languages at intermediate 
level. This is a fast paced course and students complete two years in one.

In 2013 I arranged a first informal field trip for a small group of students. 
This took place during the Easter break and we visited a small town in Le 
Marche.

I gathered strong evidence on the learners’ enthusiasm and sense of achievement 
as well as their spontaneous wish to share experiences with fellow students 
who could not join the trip. I therefore started to investigate and evaluate some 
teaching and learning theories which could support a more collaborative and 
networked acquisition of knowledge to be adopted in future field trips.

My intention, as a proactive user of technology for teaching myself, was to 
integrate and make the most out of Web 2.0 opportunities.

3.	 Implementation of a pilot scheme

In 2014, an analysis of students’ course evaluation feedback highlighted a lack 
of opportunities to experience Italian culture, lifestyle and everyday life, the 
knowledge of which is required to fulfil the intercultural aspect of such a fast 
paced language course. A trip to Italy was becoming a recurrent request on 
feedback forms. I therefore decided to give the trip a more formal structure, 
taking into consideration specific advice emerged from research into the field 
(Stronck, 1983).
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The research shows several things: guidance and support received during field 
trips enable students to investigate in a more personal and relevant manner, 
avoiding an overly rigid classroom instruction approach (Griffin & Symington, 
1997; Jensen 1994). It also emerges that students who are left to face the 
challenges of field trips without appropriate preparation, might experience a 
negative learning outcome (Orion & Hofstein, 1994).

DeWitt and Osborne (2007) emphasise the core concept of ‘joint productive 
activities’, as “the purpose is to motivate students’ discussions with each other 
and an adult facilitator using their personal interests and curiosity as a starting 
point” (p. 690). 

I successfully applied to the University of Southampton ‘Student Opportunity 
Fund’ and set up a pilot scheme aimed at the development of a sustainable and 
replicable framework for a ML field trip. Its name, ‘Italy DIY’, underlined the 
importance of students actively engaging in their own learning.

The main features of the scheme were that:

•	 students would visit places and engage in practical activities 
(experiential learning; Kolb, 1984);

•	 students would focus on a particular aspect in which they are interested 
(curiosity, independent learning).

Other important aspects were that students should:

•	 observe, discuss, reflect, compare, share knowledge (dialogic learning: 
collective, supportive, reciprocal, cumulative, purposeful; Alexander, 
2010);

•	 students design content/resources (oral/written/video) for sharing their 
experiences and interests (as open resources, or via social media: use 
of technology, networked learners);
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•	 implement a trip blog (www.blog.soton.ac.uk/italydiy) and develop 
digital literacy;

•	 develop and publish Open Educational Resources to form a growing 
repository of learning and teaching materials that could inform future 
trips.

In terms of students’ autonomy, the pilot scheme aimed at:

•	 developing multidisciplinary independent learning and engagement 
with authentic topics and resources;

•	 implementing the Student Assistant role (appointed via a formal job 
interview, all trip expenses paid).

The Student Assistant role would allow a student of Italian with a higher level 
of spoken and written language, to plan the trip in collaboration and under 
the guidance of the leading academic. They would be involved in a series of 
activities before, during and after the trip, thus enhancing their employability 
skills by acquiring organization, decision-making and planning skills, and by 
taking risks and working in a team. The ideal Student Assistant has an interest 
in teaching as he/she will co-lead activities to improve group understanding of 
cultural issues as well as facilitating language related tasks.

4.	 Outcomes of the pilot scheme

As a result of the pilot scheme, the learning and teaching outcomes of the 
2014 field trip were more structured and tangible. For example, students had to 
produce collaborative projects in the target language at the end of the trip and 
a reflective piece in English on the experience. Having been exposed to a vast 
amount of stimuli, students produced projects which were extremely diverse 
in nature and included a variety of topics, covering areas such as art, religion, 
history, architecture, local food, etc.

http://www.blog.soton.ac.uk/italydiy
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Students used a variety of tools and formats (writing, video, etc) to produce their 
projects, showing their own individuality and creativity. The leading academic’s 
and Student Assistant’s task was to foster collaboration during experiential 
learning (new role of educator=guide, co-investigator) and at the same time 
find strategies for learners to engage directly with the rich environment so that 
they could take charge of their own development (holistic education; Miller, 
2004). In such a way, learners’ interests were activated by curiosity for the new 
environment/culture (Networked learners). The trip blog served as a learning 
and teaching platform and also acted as a dissemination tool as students began 
to act as ‘ambassadors’, running sessions about their experience at various in-
house events.

5.	 Evaluation

The analysis of learners’ feedback and reflective writing so far has shown 
new ways in which learners and academics can interact in dynamic learning 
communities. A more spontaneous teaching and learning experience fosters 
students’ engagement and enhances learning and teaching by providing multiple 
learning modalities in which learners’ interests can develop and flourish. As a 
result, learners rediscover their own discipline but more importantly, embrace 
interdisciplinary areas.

My personal gain, as leading academic staff, has been to rediscover my own 
country and culture through my students’ eyes. The questions they ask about 
what they experience in situ helps me reflect upon my own biases and insider/
outsider paradoxes, informing my future teaching.

6.	 Conclusion

There is need to do further research into the benefits and most effective 
implementations of field trips in ML, but this can only be done if tutors start 
thinking ‘outside classroom walls’.
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The project has shown that if leading academic staff uses their expertise to 
suggest learning paths in the world at large according to learners’ preferences, 
then truly, ‘anything can happen out there’.

The ML department at Southampton was so pleased with the outcomes of the 
pilot project that in 2015 they agreed to subsidise an extra week-long language 
course following the field trip.

Future developments include the Student Assistant taking a more leading role 
and eventually become in charge of trip activities and extending the scheme to 
other languages in ML.
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